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Marie Clay:
Leaving the World a Better Place for Young
Literacy Learners and Their Teachers
BY MARY

K.

LOSE

M

arie M. Clay, world-renowned scholar, teacher, developmental psychologist, literacy researcher, and
author, is best known for her pioneering work as the developer of Reading Recovery (RR), an early
intervention and prevention for the most at-risk literacy learners. Children served by RR receive
individually designed and delivered lessons from a specially trained RR teacher for 30 minutes each day for
12-20 weeks. RR is currently implemented throughout Australia, Canada, the United Kingdom, New Zealand,
and the United States. Since its establishment in Michigan in 1991, up to 900 teachers have been trained as
RR teachers, and today RR is implemented in approximately 140 school districts and 440 schools. Overall,
since 1991 Reading Recovery has helped almost 83,000 Michigan first-grade children in becoming successful
readers and writers.
In addition to the development of Reading Recovery,
Figure 1. Selection of Marie Clay's
Marie Clay's contributions to early literacy teaching
Awards and Honors
and learning over the past 50 years and the founda• New Zealander of the Year, first
tional principles on which her work is based (e.g.,
awarded in 1994 for 'a person who
reading is a complex process, reading and writing are
had a dream of improving the lives
reciprocal processes, her theory of acceleration) will
of others, although never seeking
continue to have a lasting impact on literacy learnpersonal reward or recognition'
ing and teaching. During the course of her extraordi• Dame of the British Empire
nary career, Marie published 32 books and numerous
• William S. Gray Citation of Merit,
book chapters and journal articles, and she has been
International Reading Association
acknowledged for her work by numerous organiza• President of the International Reading
tions and received many awards and honors. A
Association, 1991-92
selection of these is highlighted in Figure 1.
• David H. Russell Award, National
To provide a detailed overview of Marie Clay's conCouncil of Teachers of English
tributions to the literacy learning of children would
• Mackie Medal, Australia and New
be an impossible task in this short tribute. However,
Zealand
I would like to share just a few of the principles that
• Citation of Merit, International Readshe developed over the course of her distinguished
ing Association World Congress of
-career and to invite you to consider how these prinReading
ciples resonate with you based on your experiences
• Dana Award for "pioneering achieveas a literacy educator.
ments in education"
• Children come "by different paths to common
outcomes" (Clay, 1998). Because children are
constructive by nature and their learning
changes over time, Marie Clay was adamant
that no two children ever respond in quite
the same way to the same learning situation.
Therefore, our teaching must be tailored

precisely to each child. As she wrote in 2005,
"There are _no set teaching sequences: there
is no prescription to teach this before that. A
highly appropriate recommendation for one
child could be an unnecessary one for another
child" (Clay, 2005b, p. 2).
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• A child, not a group, learns to
est me. It starts tomorrow. You might
read. Throughout her career,
find it interesting. When I reported on
Marie regarded each child
these events later, she was as usual
as bringing a unique set of
very gracious and interested in my
understandings and gifts to
observations. This is very important.
his learning. Therefore, it is
You could write about that. It would
the individual child to whom
be a service to the literacy field.
our teaching must respond
After I shared with Marie that I had
to be effective and efficient
read that she had designed costumes
for this or that child (Clay,
for a children's play many years ago,
2005b).
she shared with me the sketches of
• Accelerative performance
those costumes produced while she
requires intensive teaching by
was on scholarship at the University
an expert teacher. According
of Minnesota almost 50 years previto Marie's theory of acceleraously. Marie was a lifelong student of
tion, the child making slow
the arts with an appreciation for opera
progress and dropping behind
and the symphony, and as I discovered
his peers must accelerate his
a few evenings later at a dinner party,
literacy performance if he is
she also had a beautiful soprano
to catch up and benefit from
singing voice. Even so, as refined and
classroom instruction. While
Marie Clay
as artistic as she was, she managed
a teacher cannot produce
Photo compliments of Reading
to take up sport: she spent some time
acceleration, Marie's work
Recovery Council of North
as a soccer coach and as the captain of
has shown that the tentative
America.
her netball (basketball) team.
and precise interactions of an
It is a genuine pleasure for me to share something
expert teacher with the child help him to free
of the accomplishments and spirit of this wonderup his attention to focus on new learning.
ful woman, Marie Clay. I would like to finish with
While these principles and her entire body of work
Marie's own words-a beautiful poem in which she
are indeed impressive, those of us who have met
captures her unshakeable belief in teachers (Clay,
Marie will also always remember her personal
2005a, p.63):
qualities-her warmth, her humor, her wide range
And in the end
of interests, her attentiveness, and so much more.
it is the individual adaptation
I personally experienced all of these qualities while
made by the expert teacher
a fellow of the Marie Clay Literacy Trust in New
to that child's idiosyncratic competencies
Zealand for 3 months in 2002. Shortly after I arrived,
and history of past experiences
I received a call from Marie. Welcome to New Zealand.
that starts him on the upward climb
Heard you've already driven the motorway (amused
to effective literacy performances.
that my first attempt at left-side driving was during
Auckland's very hectic rush hour). If you're not too
Marie Clay passed away after a short illness in
tired from your trip, would you like to come to my
Auckland, New Zealand on April 13, 2007.
home for tea and a visit? Later that day, I drove to
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